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lllllllllllllllllllllllll Overview 

Seattle’s zoning can be divided into 5 main catego-

ries: Single Family zones, Multifamily zones, Commer-

cial zones, Downtown zones and Industrial zones. 

Within these categories are 36 zones.  Many of these 

zones have a number of different height limits that 

are permitted in different locations, depending on 

local conditions and goals.  In addition, a number of 

overlays amend zoning regulations in specific 

locations to respond to local conditions.  These 

overlays range from shoreline zones which provide a 

large amount of direction in terms of both permitted 

uses and development standards to an overlay height 

district which only impacts permitted heights under a 

flight path.  There are currently over four hundred 

combinations of zones and overlays mapped in 

Seattle. 

Many of these areas are not expected to see redevel-

opment, or because of the specifics of the zone or its 

location, a formula is not an appropriate tool for 

identifying development capacity.  For example, 

Major Institution Overlays are created in response to 

Master Plans developed by Major Institutions (Col-

leges, Universities and Hospitals).  In response to 

these plans, which outline the specific buildings that 

the institution plans to build, the City creates over-

lays that would permit those specific buildings. 

Major Institutions are likely to accommodate signifi-

cant employment growth and some residential 

growth over the planning horizon.  Development 

capacity for these areas can only be identified 

through review of the master plans and their pro-

posed development, and capacity for these areas is 

not reflected in this document.  On the other hand, 

shoreline zones are applied on areas within two 

hundred feet of a shoreline.  These areas are not 

expected to see significant development, and these 

areas have been left out of the analysis. 

For those zones that are expected to see develop-

ment, a series of steps are undertaken to identify 

potential development sites and calculate the amount 

of development that could occur on those sites.  This 

process includes: identifying available land; identify-

ing the amount of area that might be developed in 

commercial versus residential uses; and identifying 

the amount of new housing units or commercial 

square feet that might be built on those parcels. 

lllllllllllllllllllllllll Formula for Estimating 

Development Capacity 

• Beginning with all land area in parcels [excludes rights-of-way], subtract land now used for certain purposes 

[e.g. churches, cemeteries, private schools, boarding houses and dormitories] and land owned by public 

entities [e.g., City, County, School District, Metro, Port, U.S. government], major institutions [hospitals and 

universities] and parcels in the shoreline area. 

• Of the remaining parcels, identify “available” land 

• Apply the following formula: 

(Available land area) x (expected densities)  =  gross capacity 

(Gross capacity) - (existing uses on redevelopable land)  = net capacity 

[in housing units or commercial/industrial sq.ft.] 

In applying the formula, the City addresses land in 

each zoning category separately because the City’s 

land use regulations and development markets 

operate differently in different zones. The factors 

used in the capacity formula for each zoning cat-

egory are listed below. 
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lllllllllllllllllllllllll

Indefinite Time Period Covered by the Esti-Indefinite Time Period Covered by the Esti-Indefinite Time Period Covered by the Esti-Indefinite Time Period Covered by the Esti-

 Development Capacity 

Analysis 

The actual level of development activity that occurs 

is controlled by a variety of future economic factors 

that are beyond our ability to know.  These factors 

include such things as the future demand for a 

particular type of development (such as for 

townhouses, high-amenity multifamily, or small-unit 

multifamily); the amount of land that is zoned for 

that type of development; whether the owner of any 

particular land is willing to sell or redevelop it; and 

the financial feasibility of developing the land. Other 

factors, such as the relative attractiveness of certain 

areas for living and the relative densities allowed by 

the existing zoning can cause some areas to be 

developed earlier than others. 

No one can predict with certainty the total effect of 

all these factors on the choices made by land 

developers. So, to calculate the city’s development 

capacity it was necessary to make assumptions that 

would enable us to approximate the number of 

parcels that will be available and the densities that 

would be achieved.  The following discussion de-

scribes some of the assumptions and how they were 

chosen. 

Indefinite Time Period Covered by the Esti-

matesmatesmatesmatesmates 

The capacity estimates do not include a time dimen-

sion because they do not incorporate any direct 

measurement of demand, which would help deter-

mine when parcels would be used.  Many parcels in 

the city today have zoning potential for more devel-

opment than now exists on them, but not all of them 

are currently available for development — for 

instance a single-family house in a commercial zone, 

where the owner lives and has no plans to sell. 

However, some day that land will change hands, and 

the new owner may be more willing to develop the 

parcel to its full economic potential.  Aside from the 

relatively small number of parcels that are “on the 

market” at any one time, there is no way to know 

when that kind of redevelopment will happen.  If 

Seattle’s growth targets were close to matching its 

development capacity, identifying how much of the 

development capacity is currently available to meet 

growth goals would be more critical.  As this report 

shows, Seattle has more than enough capacity to 

meet its growth targets and identifying whether 

some of the parcels are not available on the market 

is not a productive exercise. 

What is AvailableWhat is AvailableWhat is AvailableWhat is AvailableWhat is Available 

Seattle’s capacity estimates exclude a number of 

parcels from the calculations, based on ownership, 

use or zoning.  All parcels owned by a public entity— 

federal, state, county, city, school district, port 

district—were excluded from the calculations. 

Parcels used for cemeteries, public and private 

schools, churches, nursing homes, boarding houses, 

military bases, public utilities, hospitals, libraries, law 

enforcement were excluded.  All of the land in the 

city designated as historic districts was excluded from 

capacity calculations, as was all the land with the 

major institution (MIO) overlay.  The jobs and 

housing units that these parcels may provide are 

over and above the capacity shown in this report. 

No land was excluded to represent additional rights- 

of-way or other public purposes because within 

Seattle, the street system is nearly completely laid 

out, and most facilities to satisfy public purposes are 

already in place, to the point that no significant land 

now in parcels is expected to be taken for these 

uses.  Nor was land excluded from the calculations 

because of critical area designations (except for 

parcels that are shown as creeks or streams and 

City-owned greenbelts) since the city’s critical areas 

ordinance does not prohibit development on critical 

areas and does not necessarily reduce the amount of 

development below what is permitted by the underly-

ing zoning. 
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What is RedevelopableWhat is RedevelopableWhat is RedevelopableWhat is RedevelopableWhat is Redevelopable 

In a built city such as Seattle, where nearly every 

parcel already has some building or improvement on 

it, new buildings often come as redevelopment — 

expansion or replacement of existing buildings.  A 

developer’s decision whether to demolish and replace 

a building, that may be generating revenue for its 

owner, involves many considerations, such as 

whether the land is owned outright; how much 

revenue the current building brings in; how much it 

would cost to demolish and replace it; and how much 

revenue a new structure could generate.  There is no 

way to know about these considerations for all the 

parcels in the city today, let alone for five or 20 years 

into the future.  As a surrogate for such detailed 

knowledge, the City uses two different methods to 

identify redevelopable parcels depending on the type 

of zone: 

• Existing residential density compared to potential 

residential density, and 

• The value of buildings and other improvements on 

a parcel compared to its land value. 

Residential density is the more straightforward 

measure of whether a parcel would be redeveloped. 

The basic assumption is that over time, property 

owners will attempt to maximize the value of their 

property, by maximizing the number of residential 

units that can be rented or sold on that property. 

However, if the number of units currently on-site is 

close to the total number of units that can be 

accommodated on the site, the cost of building 

additional units would offset the amount of money 

that can be gained by building the new units. 

Therefore in residential zones, a ratio of existing 

units to total units is used to determine if a site is 

likely to be redeveloped at some point in the future. 

In order to look at the value of buildings compared to 

land value, the City has relied on data from the King 

County Assessor.  Appraisers in the Assessor’s office 

assign up to three monetary values to a given parcel 

— one for the total parcel, and for parcels where 

there is an improvement, separate values for the land 

and for the improvement.  The value of land is an 

indication of the demand for that land in its “highest 

and best” use. For vacant land, different values may 

be assigned to different parcels for a variety of 

reasons, including that those parcels are inherently 

more desirable because of location or physical 

features, or because they are zoned for higher 

development potential.  Similarly, in the case of 

developed parcels, a land value that is higher than 

the structure value often indicates that some more 

intense use of the land is possible.  Again, we cannot 

know precisely at what point a particular parcel is 

likely to redevelop, but analysis of parcels that have 

been redeveloped in Seattle over the past ten years 

shows: 1)  generally, the lower the ratio of improve-

ment-to-land values, the more likely the parcel is to 

develop;  2) approximately half of the parcels that 

were developed had an improvement-to-land value 

ratio of 0.5 or lower.  Seattle will continue to explore 

other methodologies for identifying redevelopable 

parcels, but has not yet identified a more appropriate 

methodology.  The list below describes the general 

assumptions made by zone category. 

Single Family Zones Single Family Zones Single Family Zones Single Family Zones Single Family Zones 

    

(SF 5000, SF 7200, SF 9600) 

Available land: all vacant parcels plus occupied 

parcels with at least twice the required minimum lot 

area (e.g., a 10,000 square-foot lot in a SF 5,000 

zone that contains one house is assumed available 

for a second house). 

Multifamily Zones Multifamily Zones Multifamily Zones Multifamily Zones Multifamily Zones (Lowrise, Midrise and Highrise) 

Available Land: all vacant parcels in all multifamily 

zones. 

• In Lowrise Zones (LDT, L1, L2, L3, L4) parcels 

available for redevelopment are identified as those 

parcels where the ratio of existing units to allowed 

units is below a specified threshold. 

• In Midrise and Highrise Zones parcels available for 

redevelopment are identified based on the ratio of 

the improvement’s assessed value to the land’s 

assessed value.  If the ratio of a parcel’s improve-
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ment value to land value is 0.5 or less, a parcel is 

assumed to be redevelopable. (Example: a parcel 

where the building is assessed at $45,000 and the 

land is valued at $100,000 is assumed to be 

available for redevelopment.) 

Commercial Zones Commercial Zones Commercial Zones Commercial Zones Commercial Zones (C1, C2, NC1, NC2, NC3, SCM) 

Available land: all vacant parcels plus redevelopment 

on parcels where the ratio between the 

improvement’s assessed value and the land’s as-

sessed value is 0.5 or less. 

Downtown ZonesDowntown ZonesDowntown ZonesDowntown ZonesDowntown Zones 

Available land: all vacant parcels plus redevelopment 

assumed on parcels where the improvement value to 

land value ratio is 0.5 or less. 

Industrial Zones Industrial Zones Industrial Zones Industrial Zones Industrial Zones (IG1, IG2, IB, IC) 

Available land: all vacant parcels.  No redevelopment 

of currently developed parcels is assumed. 

senoZnwotnwoDdnalaicremmoCrofdemussAtilpSlaicremmoC/laitnediseR

detcepxEdnaLfo%
nidepoleveDebot

sesUlaitnediseR

detcepxEdnaLfo%
nidepoleveDebot
sesUlaicremmoC

1laicremmoC/laicremmoCdoohrobhgieN

timiLthgieH'04-'03 05 05

stimiLhgieHrehgiHdna'56 03 07

2laicremmoC 02 08

laitnediseR/laicremmoCdoohrobhgieN 57 52

dexiMedacsaCelttaeS 06 05

laitnediseR/dexiMedacsaCelttaeS 07 03

tnorfrobraHnwotnwoD 05 05

laicremmoCdexiMnwotnwoD

timiLthgieH'58-'56 05 05

stimiLthgieHrehgiHdna'521 02 08

laitnediseR/laitnediseRdexiM/nwotnwoD 57 52

laitnediseR/laitnediseRdexiMnwotnwoD 001 0

1eroCeciffOnwotnwoD 0 001

2eroCeciffOnwotnwoD 02 08

eroCliateRnwotnwoD 0 001

dexiMtcirtsiDlanoitanretnI 05 05

laitnediseRtcirtsiDlanoitanretnI 001 0

dexiMerauqSreenoiP 05 05

yrogetaCgninoZybdnaLelbaliavAfoyrammuS

yrogetaCenoZ
slecraPtnacaV

)serca(
elbapolevedeR
)serca(slecraP

latoT
)serca(

ylimaFelgniS 0.787 5.739,1 5.427,2

ylimafitluM 2.891 1.759 3.551,1

senoZlaicremmoC 0.674 9.477 9.052,1

nwotnwoD 5.89 3.34 8.141

lairtsudnI 3.124 0 3.124

latoT 0.189,1 8.217,3 8.396,5

housing developers have turned more to commercial 

zones for developing multifamily housing. For mixed- 

use structures in commercial zones, there is no 

density limit, and considerably more housing units 

can be built there than on a same-sized parcel in 

many of the multifamily zones. The City has reviewed 

previous assumptions that 50% of new development 

in commercial zones would be mixed-use structures, 

containing housing units along with commercial use. 

Some of those assumptions have been recently 

revised. 

It is important to note that the split of residential and 

commercial space applies across a broad area, and 

may not be particularly relevant on a site-by-site 

basis.  Any particular site or small area may be 

developed with residential, mixed-use or commercial 

uses, depending on the market. The following table 

shows the old and new assumed residential/commer-

cial splits for each zone: 

Residential/Commercial Split in CommercialResidential/Commercial Split in CommercialResidential/Commercial Split in CommercialResidential/Commercial Split in CommercialResidential/Commercial Split in Commercial 

and Downtown Zonesand Downtown Zonesand Downtown Zonesand Downtown Zonesand Downtown Zones 

Seattle’s commercial zones are primarily intended to 

provide locations for commercial uses—such as retail 

shops, offices and restaurants.  However, the Land 

Use Code also allows residential uses in these zones. 

In recent years, with the introduction of relatively 

low density limits in the Lowrise multifamily zones, 
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Expected DensityExpected DensityExpected DensityExpected DensityExpected Density 

Where the Land Use Code defines maximum density 

limits, the capacity estimates have, in the past, 

assumed that those maximums would be achieved on 

the available parcels.  As part of the buildable lands 

process, the City has identified a number of zones 

where that assumption is not holding true and has 

reduced the densities expected. For a more detailed 

explanation of the analysis used and the changes 

that were made, please see Section III.  The follow-

ing table summarizes the City of Seattle’s old and 

new density assumptions: 

senoZ
ytisneDlaitnediseR

)erca/stinu(noitpmussA
ytisneDlaitnediseR-noN

)RAF(noitpmussA

ylimaFelgniS

0005FS 7.8 -

0027FS 1.6 -

0069FS 5.4 -

ylimafitluM

TDL 22 -

1L 42 -

2L 13 -

3L 44 -

4L 78 -

RM 421 -

RH 092 -

laicremmoC

03-1C,03-xCN 26 0.1

03-2C 26 0.1

04-1C,04-xCN 78 0.1

04-2C 78 0.1

56-1C,56-xCN 421 5.2

56-2C 421 5.2

NP 421 5.1

R/MCS 541 5.2

MCS 812 5.2

58-1C,58-xCN 541 0.3

58-2C 541 0.3

nwotnwoD

1HD - 0.2

2HD 99 4.3

56-CMD 431 0.4

58-CMD 471 0.6

521-CMD 812 0.7

061-CMD 942 0.7

042-CMD 843 0.7

56/58C/RMD 471 0.4

56/521C/RMD 812 0.4

56/042C/RMD 843 0.5

56/58R/RMD 471 0.1

56/521R/RMD 812 0.2

56/042R/RMD 843 0.2

1COD - 0.41

2COD 545 0.02

MDI 242 0.3

RDI 242 0.2

MSP 242 0.7

lairtsudnI

1GI - 0.1

2GI - 0.1

BI - 0.1

CI - 5.1


